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ABSTRACT
Troubled Youth: Girls in Gangs
by
Mark Valentin
Dr. Margaret Alexis Kennedy, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Criminal Justice
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Girls in gangs have been around since society recognized that there was a gang
issue and although there has been an increase in attention paid to gangs in the last few
decades, there has been relatively little attention paid to the girls in these gangs. It has
only been recently that research has been conducted to explore the reasons behind girls
joining gangs and their roles in the gang setting. Generally though, the research on girls
in gangs has either been middle school surveys or qualitative studies of girls already in
gangs. This research pulled from a population of delinquent girls and separated the
groups as follows: girls who self reported gang involvement and delinquent girls that did
not report involvement in a gang. This research sought to explore the differences in
characteristics between the two groups regarding high risk behaviors such as general and
sexual health challenges, education, rates of delinquency (especially prostitution) and
other variables. The ultimate goal was to discover factors that predict gang membership
rather than predict general delinquency.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Research that has dealt with delinquency has primarily focused on the male
gender while it has largely ignored female delinquents in general and women in gangs in
particular. Female gangs are not anything new. Table 1 details the names and dates of
gangs that existed in East Los Angeles. Even in the 1930s, there was evidence that girls
were in gangs. Even with the increased attention on gangs in the 1990s, there was still
little attention paid to the female side of gangs (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). It was
generally thought that girls in gangs did not play much of a role. If they did play a role in
the gang, it would be to provide company to the men in the gang or carry and dispose of
weapons. The truth is that these girls in gangs are not just passive members. These girls
may just be as likely to commit crime as the male members of the gang (Miller, 2001).
The number of girls that do join gangs is an elusive figure. The estimate of girls
that join gangs range wildly, ranging between 10% and 50% (Shelden, Tracy, & Brown,
forthcoming). The exact figure is hard to pin down as relatively little attention has been
paid to this issue, an oversight that is not just in academia. Law enforcement, up until
recently, also did not suspect that girls were being active gang members.
There are various reasons why girls would join a gang. These girls are usually
coming from households rampant with abuse (Pasko, 2010; Pasko & Chesney-Lind,
2010). The girls run away from the household to escape the abuse. They turn to a gang as
a possible shelter and protection from the abuse. What these girls soon realize is that the
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Table 1
Names and Beginning and Ending Dates for Gang Cliques in East Los Angeles.
Hoyo Maravilla

Dates

White Fence

Dates

Originals

1935–1945

Originals

1944–1952

Cherries

1939–1950

Honeydrippers (girls)

Vamps (girls)

?

Monsters

Jive Hounds

1943–1953

Lil White Fence (girls)

Lil Cherries

1945–1954

Cherries

Cutdowns

1946–1956

WF Cherries (girls)

Jr. Vamps (girls)

1947–1960

Tinies

1949–1961
1953–1960

[Big] Midgets

1950–1955

Spiders

Lil Cutdowns

1951–1969

Chonas (girls)

Las Cutdowns (girls)

1946–1954

Midgets

957–1966

Penguins

1954–1960

Peewees

1960–?

Lil Midgets

1958–1965

Los Termites

1964–1970

Lil Cherries

1964–?

Las Monas (girls)
Dukes

1958–1966

Monstros

1968–?

Tinies

1958–1963

Monstras (girls)

1970

Santos

1960–1963

Lil Termites

1972–1981

Peewees

1961–?

Lil Termites (girls)

Locos

1964–1968

Locos

Las Locas (girls)
Chicos

Lil Locas (girls)
1967–?

Las Chicas (girls)
Ganzos

1973–1981

1969–?

Las Ganzas (girls)
Jokers

1970–?

Cyclones

1973–?

Las Cyclonas (girls)
Source: Moore, 1991 p. 28
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Lil Spiders

1974–1981

Winitos

1974–1976

safety the gang first promised was an illusion. The girls are subjected to violence,
physical danger and sexual abuse. There are many dangers associated with joining a gang
and are discussed further in the literature review. This research project will seek to
explore some of the risks associated with gang participation. It will look at a population
of girls in detention and compare them to gang involved girls. Several factors will be
examined to determine if they are significant in predicting gang membership. Factors
such as abuse in the home, substance use, risky sexual behaviors, failure in school and
attachment to those in gangs will be examined. These are factors that previous research
has indicated to be significant in gang membership.
A large body of research on gangs has been conducted with a population of
middle school youth with varying backgrounds. The majority of these studies utilize
surveys given out to classes. A serious limitation with this approach is that students who
are suspended, expelled, or have missed class are excluded from the research. Also, these
surveys may be misleading if what they are measuring are predictors for delinquent
behavior, not gang involvement specifically. The measure for gang involvement is often
participation in a group that engages in delinquent behavior. Without research separating
gang involvement from general delinquency, the information we have from prior research
may be compounding two different issues. This study went beyond the previous research
as it dealt with a delinquent population. One hundred and sixty girls in detention were
interviewed and information such as self-reported drug use, abuse, risky behaviors, and
school achievement were measured. The goalwas to examine these factors in a delinquent
population and examine the predictive effects of these factors on self reported gang
involvement.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Characteristics of a Gang
Organization
Contrary to some accounts, street gangs are not very organized. When measuring
organization of gangs, for both current and former members, Decker, Katz, and Webb
(2008) found the percentage of gang members that reported their gang having leaders and
that gang members had specific responsibilities to the gang was low. While gangs are not
very organized, even a small increase in the organization of a gang increases the potential
for violence (Decker et al., 2008). Individuals in more organized gangs report higher
victimization, more sales of different kind of drugs, and more violent offending than
member of less organized gangs (Decker et al., 2008).
As explained by Chesney-Lind and Shelden (2004), there are usually three types
of female involvement in gangs. There are girls who are members of an independent
gang, there are regular girls in a male gang, and there are girls that serve as auxiliaries to
that of the male gang. These authors estimate that the majority of girls fall into the third
type of female involvement. The auxiliary members are usually recruited by friends and
family.
Shelden et al., (forthcoming) propose that there is a fourth category of gang
involvement. There are girls that hang with gang members as friends, girlfriends, wives
etc, but never officially join the gang. It is very difficult to categorizing these fourth type
of members. Presumably, there are many boys labeled gang members simply because
they hang around gangs. To be consistent with prior research, girls should probably be
treated in this very same manner.
4

Independent female gangs encounter numerous violent situations such as selling
drugs and competition with girls in other gangs. These women tend to circumvent the
violence by avoiding certain areas (areas dominated by men) at certain times of the day,
selling drugs from their homes, and avoiding the streets at night (Hunt & Joe-Laidler,
2001). Although these women have their own gangs, they must still be subversive to the
demands of the male gangs.
The female auxiliary gangs take on a feminized version of a male gang. Although
they are female gangs, many of their characteristics resemble those of male gangs. The
age range reflects that of the male gangs and there are still initiation ceremonies which
usually require a fist fight between the initiate and a regular member. Still, typical gender
roles are enforced in the auxiliary gangs. For example, girls in the gangs must remain
loyal to their boyfriend as long as the relationship lasts (Shelden et al., forthcoming). This
standard is not typically placed on the boys in the gangs.
Women think joining a gang is a liberating experience; however, the reality is a
shocking one. Women in gangs do experience some freedom as they are allowed to
participate in some of the less violent activities of the gang. Cyr and Decker (2003)
found that all girls surveyed had participated in selling drugs, gang fights and property
crimes. However, the fact that girls are allowed into a gang does not change the boys’
attitudes towards the girls. Miller (2001) found that in her study of gangs in St. Louis and
Columbus, Ohio, girls were excluded from the more dangerous and serious forms of
crime by the male members. In addition, many of the men in the gang continue to hold
stereotyped and negative attitudes towards the female members and perpetrate physical
abuse towards these female members (Joe & Chesney-Lind, 1995). Even the girls in the
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gang are forced to compete with each other. The basic rule for female gang members in is
that they must show neither respect nor sympathy for other female gang members and to
hold on to whatever status they can muster (Dorais & Corriveau, 2009).
There are many violent situations these girls face in the gang setting. One such
situation is that of initiation. The initiation into auxiliary gangs usually entails some sort
of violence, such as fighting a regular girl member of the gang (Chesney-Lind & Shelden,
2004). Those girls wanting to join male gangs usually have to face a “sexing-in”
initiation, where the girl has to sleep with a member of the gang before joining (Miller,
2001). There have been some reports of a process called “roll ins.” This is where a
prospective member roll dice and whatever number they roll is the number of gang
members these girls have to sleep with to be accepted into the gang. There is a twist to
“roll ins”, where some gangs will make the girls sleep with HIV positive members,
however, to date there is no data to confirm this claim as it is anecdotal (Chesney-Lind &
Shelden, 2004).
Violence
Inside the gang setting, violence is normalized. The attitudes of both the boys and
girls in gangs are that they approve of the use of physical violence (Deschenes &
Esbensen, 1999). Female gang members viewed the use of violence as less important
than the male gang members (Cyr & Decker, 2003). Interestingly, female gang members
reported higher rates of violent behavior than non gang men (Deschenes & Esbensen,
1999). In a more recent study, Miller (2008) found that a majority of the girls were
victims of sexual assault or coercion. With all the violence that is normalized in the gang,
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it is not surprising to see causalities. Decker (1996) reported that out of the 99
respondents he had surveyed, over a dozen were killed within five years.
There are specific dangers to girls in gangs that include sexual violence. One
tactic of sexual aggression is gang rape or what youth called “running trains.” Miller
(2008) explains that “Youths used this phrase to refer to incidents that involved two or
more young men engaging in penetrative sexual acts with a single young woman” (p.
134). Nearly half of the boys interviewed by Miller reported that they had engaged in this
practice. The other disturbing fact is that most of these boys felt that this practice was
consensual between the boys and the girl. These gang rape events are much more likely
to be completed than individual rape attempts and these events tend to have much more
serious sexual assault outcomes.
There are also potential dangers of violence for girls trying to leave the gang.
Gang membership is generally temporary; however, the process of leaving the gang is not
the same for all gangs. Some girls may find difficulty leaving. It is common for girls who
try to leave the gang to be beat by other members of the gang and in some rare instances;
they may have to kill a member of their family (McNaught, 1999).
Prostitution
A disturbing realization for many of the girls who join gangs is that the gang is
not there to help them. They are used by the gang for monetary purposes and the girls are
routinely forced into prostitution. As stated before, many of the gang girls have run away
due to issues at home making them the ideal target for gangs (Dorais & Corriveau, 2009).
These girls are especially vulnerable to the lure of the gang. Many gangs use coercive
tactics to get women to do the gangs’ bidding. One such tactic is called “love bombing,”
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where the girl is showered with affection and gifts so she will do what the gang says
(Dorais & Corriveau, 2009). Once ensnared in the gang prostitution ring, it is difficult for
these women to leave. One reason why is that these gang prostitution rings are not
operated like those of adult prostitution. These gangs usually use these girls in nude
dancing or full service clubs or prostitute them out with the assistance of escort agencies
(Dorais & Corriveau, 2009). This makes this even less visible to the public. This isolation
is dangerous for the girls involved in these prostitution rings as the isolation gives greater
control of the girls to the gang and increases the danger of violence (Dorais & Corriveau,
2009).
With the horrors and torture of street prostitution, many girls have trouble coming
to terms with the trauma. These street gang prostitution rings are a taboo subject with the
women in the gangs not admitting to the abuse and this in turns makes it hard to get
official stats and average age of entrance into the prostitution ring (Dorais & Corriveau,
2009). In addition, the secrecy of these gang juvenile prostitution rings, the anonymity of
the clientele, the fear these girls have of reprisal and the lack of knowledge on juvenile
prostitution makes it difficult to obtain accurate data on these juvenile prostitution rings
(Dorais & Corriveau, 2009).
Gang Membership Risk Factors
There are many different variables that account for a youth’s decision to join a
gang. There is not one single determining factor but a complex combination of variables
that factor into the decision process. These factors by themselves do not cause an
individual to join a gang, but compounded with other such variables increases the
likelihood that gang membership will occur.
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A lack of economic opportunities influences delinquent behavior and without many
activities for youth in the community, gangs often fill in the void of activities (Hitchcock,
2001). Decades ago Frederick Thrasher (1927), in his classic study of gangs in Chicago,
came to the following conclusions on why gangs exist and what functions they perform.
He stated that:
The failure of the normally directing and controlling customs and
institutions to function efficiently in the boy’s experience is indicated by
the disintegration of family life, inefficiency of schools, formalism and
externality of religion, corruption and indifference in local politics, low
wages and monotony in occupational activities; unemployment; and lack
of opportunity for wholesome recreation. All these factors enter into the
picture of the moral and economic frontier, and, coupled with deterioration
in the housing, sanitation, and other conditions of life in the slum, give the
impression of general disorganization and decay. The gang functions with
reference to these conditions in two ways: It offers a substitute for what
society fails to give; and it provides a relief from suppression and
distasteful behavior. It fills a gap and affords an escape (p. 228–231).
Youths often report joining gangs for protection from threats that are either real or
perceived (Taylor, 2008). A significant variable in deciding to join a gang can be the fact
of being a victim of crime (Shelden et al., forthcoming). Many of the girls in gangs have
run away due to issues at home and at school and this is the ideal target for gangs (Dorais
& Corriveau, 2009). It is also important to note that girls that join gang are not typically
recruited or coerced into joining (Shelden et al., forthcoming).
While these girls feel that joining a gang will be beneficial for them, there are
many negative consequences in joining a gang. Violence inside the gang setting is
normalized and female gangs have reported higher frequency rates of violent behavior
than non gang males (Deschenes & Esbensen, 1999; Miller, 2008). Miller (2008) found
that over 50% of the girls that she interviewed reported some form of sexual assault or
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coercion where the most common form was being pressured into having sex when they
did not want to. Many of the men in the gang continue to hold stereotyped and negative
attitudes towards the female members and perpetrate physical abuse towards these female
members (Joe & Chesney-Lind, 1995). They are used by the gang for monetary purposes
and many girls in gangs are routinely forced into prostitution (Dorais & Corriveau, 2009).
Environment
The environment in which one is raised is crucial. Gangs tend to be in urban areas
where harsh economic conditions exist. Jody Miller’s (2008) research on girls living in
St. Louis in the late 1990s and early 2000s found that the neighborhoods they lived in
were characterized by high rates of poverty (34%) and high rates of families headed by
females (43%) plus an extremely low median income (p. 17). The lack of economic
opportunities influences delinquent behavior and without many activities for youth in the
community, gangs fill in the void of activities (Hitchcock, 2001). These communities
often lack or have scarce recreational activities, lack of employment opportunities, and
youth lack the financial capability to afford what little entertainment the community can
offer (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). Some youth join gangs for economic reasons,
with the idea that there is easy money to be made and to possibly help their family out
(Shelden et al., forthcoming). With no other alternatives and a bleak economic outlook,
joining a gang is very feasible for many young people. It is attractive to disadvantaged
youth to tell them that they can make easy money and that there is a group of similar aged
people that will protect and take care of them. In some communities that are very
disjointed, a semblance of togetherness is appealing. This is the case for many Latinos
where the decision to be involved in gangs is a result of disenfranchisement, alienation
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and structural blockage (Lopez & Brummett, 2003; Vigil, 2007, 2010). Fear is also very
pervasive in these disadvantaged neighborhoods. The residents live in constant fear of
crime and the threat of violence. One respondent in Miller’s (2008) research said that the
neighborhood was safe “for nobody. Nobody. Females get raped, males get killed” (p.
36).
The existence of gangs in the community also has an impact on youth in general.
The fact that there are a high number of gangs and gang members in the neighborhood
has a negative influence on youth. Miller (2001) found that for girls that joined gangs,
there was much more gang activity and gang members that lived on the streets of the girls
that joined gangs than those who did not. One gang member puts in rather bluntly by
saying “if you grow up around it, then you’ll be in it” (Decker & Curry, 2000, p. 476).
Moore (1991) found that almost 90% of the men and 65% of the women naturally drifted
into the gang life because of living in gang territory. Also, in a high gang neighborhood,
there can be constant harassment by gang members to non gang members. When being
continually pressured by gang members to take sides, a youth may decide it is easier to
join a gang then to dodge the question any further (Shelden et al., forthcoming).
A major difference between boys in gangs and girls in gangs is the existence of
problems in their households. Girls are much more likely to have major problems in their
household, particularly sexual abuse, which boys do not cite as frequently (Chesney-Lind
& Shelden, 2004; Miller, 2008; Pasko, 2010; Pasko & Chesney-Lind, 2010). These girls
tend to run away from home to escape this abuse that they face. Consequently, arrests for
running away and other status offenses are much more common for girls than they are for
boys. This is partly due to the fact that there is a double standard in the enforcement of
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status offenses; boys are allowed to break these rules while girls are not (Shelden et al.,
forthcoming).
Protection
Youths often report joining gangs for protection from threats that are either real or
perceived (Taylor, 2008). A significant variable in deciding to join a gang is the fact of
being a victim of crime (Shelden et al., forthcoming). Many gang members join for the
protection that a gang could offer. The gang offers group identity, and with this it can
provide shelter to its members from others looking to hurt them or from police (Shelden
et al., forthcoming). This is a common reason for joining a gang that is cited by boys, and
it may be equally applicable to the girls in gangs (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). A
disproportionate number of girls in gangs face violence in their lives, both from the
families and their peers (Burman, Batchelor, & Brown, 2001; Miller, 2008). Girls will
run away from home to escape the violence. Once on the run, they seek out protection
and shelter from a gang. One study found that over half of the girls in various gangs had
run away from home at least once before (Hunt & Joe-Laidler, 2001). As Miller (2001)
found, young women joined gangs partly “as a means of protecting themselves from
violence and other family problems and from mistreatment at the hands of other men in
their lives. Within the gang, girls’ friendships provide an outlet for members to cope with
abuse and other life problems” (p. 13).
However, the decision to join a gang comes at a price. Gangs provide a normative
context for violence and many youth find that although they joined the gang for
protection, they are confronted with the reality that gangs do not protect them as they
envisioned (Taylor, 2008). These gangs are attractive to these young girls because they
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offer these girls the skills to fight back. However, the violence that these girls engage in
is hardly liberation from the patriarchal controls that control their lives (Chesney-Lind &
Shelden, 2004). Young people that join a gang are victimized more than their non gang
peers (Maxson, Whitlock, & Klien, 1998). It has been shown that violent victimization
was more likely to occur for youths after they joined the gang (Miller, 2001, 2008;
Taylor, 2008). Gang members are automatically enemies of rival gangs and are fair game
for attacks. Many girls are willing to put up with this violence because it is more
structured than the random acts of violence and abuse these girls would face in their
household (Miller, 2001).
Attachment and Commitment Bonds
How well a youth is attached to his/her family and how committed one is to
school can be insulators against joining a gang. Parents that live in a disadvantaged
neighborhood are often overworked and cannot provide supervision for their children.
More pertinent concerns such as obtaining employment take precedent. This not only
frees the child to find their own devices to pass the time, it damages the attachment bonds
between the juvenile and the parent. Even when the parent is home, with inconsistent
punishment (stemming partly from lack of supervision) and inadequate affection,
attachment bonds will suffer. When these bonds are weakened or non-existent, it frees the
youth to pursue delinquent behavior. This is true for many of these gang youth. They live
in areas with a high cost of living and their parent(s) have to work multiple working class
or service jobs to make ends meet. These usually single parent households are more
concerned about paying bills than paying attention to the child (Chesney-Lind & Shelden,
2004).
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In other situations, however, it is not the lack of parental supervision that drives
these girls to the gangs; more specifically, it is the abuse coming from the home that is
the driving force. Nearly every study of girls and gangs has found evidence of serious
family problems (including violence and drugs abuse) which lead these girls into running
away from the problem and thus running away from home and into the gangs (Miller,
2001, 2008; Pasko, 2010; Pasko & Chesney-Lind, 2010). Without a proper family
structure, gangs can serve as a family unit which is especially true for certain Latino
gangs (Lopez & Brummett, 2003).
Conversely, youths may join gangs because a family member had joined and
these relatives were their role models (Decker & Curry, 2000). In these cases, attachment
to family members who were in gangs will persuade the youth to join the gang
themselves. Maxson and Whitlock (2002) found that about 75% of girls said they joined
gangs because a family member was involved. This is the case with many girls, as they
are introduced to the gang life through a brother or a boyfriend (Campbell, 1984). Miller
(2001) also found that a strong influence to join the gang came from a gang girl’s older
sibling or cousins. If there are non-existent attachments to the family or if there are
attachments to those family members that are in the gang, the youth is at risk of joining a
gang.
It has been shown that a decrease in school attachment and commitment bonds
has been associated with an increase in juvenile gang membership and delinquency
(Bjerregaard, 2008). Many of these gang youths have frequently moved and have failed
to create and maintain friendships in school. This lack of friendships makes rebelling a
much more attractive option for these youth (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004).
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The research has shown that school failure is a key variable that separates gang
members from other youth (Curry & Decker, 1998; Shelden et al, forthcoming; Vigil,
2010). School suspensions have also been linked as a risk factor for future academic
problems and delinquent involvement (Bjerregaard, 2008). Suspending a youth for
misbehavior only allows the juvenile to engage in more delinquent behavior. It is unlikely
that young people who are suspended would just stay at home and study without some
adult supervision. It is more likely then that the youth will be looking for something to do
and gangs provide that something. Also, research has shown that blacks and Latinos are
far more likely than whites to be expelled or suspended from school, with some studies
showing that more than 60 percent of students who are expelled are black (Shelden,
2012).
Bonds to the community are also important. Decker and Curry (2000) found that a
majority of associate members of a gang had joined because they felt importance to the
community when they joined. This is echoed by the fact that in some communities, gangs
have existed for generations and that joining a gang can be seen as a commitment to
one’s neighborhood (Shelden et al., forthcoming). In these communities, joining a gang is
almost part of a rite of passage. Youths also join gangs to garner status and respect in
their community (Decker & Curry, 2000). Young people want people to know who they
are in the community, take pride in their community, and to protect it from outsiders.
They routinely justify their gang membership by saying that it is their neighborhood and
that it must be defended against others, such as rival gangs (Decker & Curry, 2000).
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Theoretical Framework
As implied the discussion of prior research, understanding gang involvement is
often tethered in relationships. One theory often utilized is Social Bond Theory. Created
by Travis Hirschi in 1969, this theory states that there are certain bonds (attachment,
commitment, involvement, belief) that prevent people from drifting into delinquency. If a
person has strong attachment to family and loved ones, they would not commit crimes as
to not disappoint them. If a person is committed to education or a career, they would not
risk being arrested. If someone is involved in many different activities, they will not have
time to commit crime. If someone has a strong belief in a God, they will not commit
crime as to avoid the consequences of a vengeful God. The stronger these bonds, the
more insulated one becomes from committing crimes. However, when these bonds are
weakened, it frees a person to commit delinquent acts (Hirschi, 1969). This study uses
aspects of Social Bond Theory to explain gang membership in girls.
Current Study
Girls that join gangs are an extremely vulnerable population. Not only do these
girls face issues in the home (such as physical and sexual abuse) but they face many
issues in the gang setting such as violence and prostitution. Thus, it is of upmost
importance that steps are taken to prevent or deter these girls from seeking out the gang
as a solution to their problems.
Research Questions
This research will explore the underlying issues of gang involvement by looking
at predictive factors outlined in previous research. Within a population of delinquent
girls, gang involvement will be analyzed. Are the factors predictive of gang involvement
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(e.g., need for protection, low attachment and commitment bonds, disadvantaged
environment) also predictive of gang involvement among a population of delinquent
girls? Does gang membership differ by self-reported histories of abuse (physical,
emotional, sexual)? Are their differences between the gang and non gang involved girls
when it comes to participation in prostitution? Do girls involved in gangs differ in health
risks (physical, emotional, mental) compared to non gang involved delinquent girls? Will
ethnicity influence involvement in gangs?
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
To analyze gang involvement, this study used data collected in Clark County. The
data was collected for the Clark County Department of Juvenile Justice Services in 2008.
Researchers from the Nevada Institute for Children’s Research & Policy as well as
graduate research assistants from the University of Nevada Las Vegas’ Department of
Criminal Justice conducted face to face interviews with 160 girls in detention. The
majority of the girls were interviewed at the Clark County Juvenile Detention Center
(115) with an additional 45 being interviewed at the State of Nevada Detention Center in
Caliente. The survey contained 247 questions on a variety of topics. The survey was
divided into 12 sections: Demographic information, family information, family resources,
education, parent’s education, work history, general interest, health & well being,
mental/emotional health, pregnancy & parenthood, delinquency history, substance abuse,
detention programs, and their thoughts on the future. The girls gave verbal consent to
participate in the survey and they were allowed to terminate the survey at any time.
Variables and Measures
Gang Membership
Gang membership was a nominal variable measured by the question, “Have you
ever been in a gang or a clique?” This indicator has been proven to be a robust indicator
for gang involvement (Esbensen et al., 1999) as well as being used in numerous studies
of gang involved youth (see: Curry, Decker, & Egley 2002; Deschenes & Esbensen,
1999). The usage of the term clique is less common in the literature and is mainly used in
studies of gangs in the Los Angeles area (Hunt & Joe-Laidler, 2001). The girls who
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responded ‘yes’ to gang involvement will be referred to a Self Reported Gang
Involvement (SRGI) girls.
Environment
Environment was measured by a series of questions. Some questions were open
ended questions that asked the juveniles “Who do you live with now?” and “Who were
you raised by?” Questions about family resources are also asked in yes/no formats such
as “Has your parent/guardian ever received welfare?” and “Has your parent/guardian ever
received food stamps?” which were answered with either “yes”, “no”, or “don’t know”.
The question “When you were growing up, was money ever a problem in the family?”
was measured on an ordinal scale and the possible responses were “Yes, all the time”,
“Yes, sometimes”, “No, never” or “Don’t Know”. The question “What is the highest
grade of school, including any vocation/technical school that your Mother completed”
was asked about the father as well.
Attachment bonds
Attachment was measured through a number of different of questions. An
attachment question of “How would you rate your relationship with the people you live
with?” was utilized with the answers ranging from “very good” to “very bad”. An open
ended question of “In the last 5 years, how many places have you lived?” was also
present. There were also questions pertaining to foster care. These questions included
“have you ever been taken away from your parents by the city, county, or state?” and
“did you ever live in a foster or group home?” Questions regarding the youth’s parents’
employment status were asked. There were two questions that are indicators of
attachment to a gang. These were “Are any of your friends in a gang or clique?” and “Is
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your boyfriend or girlfriend in a gang or clique?” If any of these were answered “yes”,
then the girl had attachment bonds to a gang.
Commitment Bonds
Commitment bonds were also measured using a variety of questions, mostly
involving school. The following questions were measured nominally: “Have you ever
been held back?”, “Were you attending school regularly before being detained?”, “Do
you like school?”, “Have you even been suspended from school?”, “have you even been
expelled from school?”, “In the next five years, do you plan to go on for more education
than high school?” and “Would you say that you care about doing well in school?” If the
girls answered yes to suspensions, the follow up question of “How many times” was
asked.
Protection
The need for protection is crucial for these girls. Usually the need for protection
arises out of some sort of abuse. Five questions that asked the girls about abuse were part
of the variable of protection. These questions included “When you were growing up, did
you ever see your mom or dad get so angry that they hurt each other or someone else in
your house?”, “Have you ever been physically/emotionally/sexually abused” A follow up
question of “Was any of this abuse tied to membership in a gang” was also asked.
Mental Health
A variety of questions were used to measure the girls’ general health. These
questions included “have you felt sad or depressed in the last 30 days”, “have you ever
cut yourself”, “have you ever thought about harming yourself?”, “Have you ever thought
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about suicide” and “Have you ever tried to kill yourself?” There were also questions
about mental illness and if the girl had ever been diagnosed with a mental illness.
Sexual Health
The questions about the girls’ sexual health were examined. This included
questions of if and when these girls’ first engaged in oral/anal/vaginal sex. There were
also questions that asked the girls’ if they used a condom last time they had sex and if
they had ever had an STD.
Running Away
The question “have you ever run away from home?” was used to measure if the
youth had ever ran away from home. If the girl answered yes, there were two follow up
questions asked: “How many times have you run away?” and “How old were you the first
time you ran away?”
Prostitution
The following questions were used to determine if the youth is being prostituted:
“Have you ever had sex with someone in exchange for something like food, drugs, or
shelter?”, “Have you ever had sex with someone because another person asked you to?”
and “Have you ever had sex with someone for money?” If the girl answered “yes” to any
of these questions, then for the purpose of this study, she was considered a victim of
prostitution.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Descriptive Statistics
Demographics
The characteristics of the population sample of 160 are explained below.
Approximately 42% of the sample (67 out of the 160 respondents) identified themselves
as having belonged to a gang. The remaining 93 were not part of a gang. As stated before,
girls with self reported gang involvement will be referred to as Self Reported Gang
Involvement (SRGI) girls. The following results are separated by SRGI girls and non
SRGI girls.
Regarding the characteristics of the girls, the majority of girls, both SRGI and non
SRGI, were between the ages of 15 and 17 (figure 1). The two groups did not vary
significantly in age.
Figure 1. Age.
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The majority of the SRGI girls were African Americans (37%), followed by Caucasians
(28%) and then Hispanics (18%). The remaining categories were split between Mixed
(11%), American Indian (3%), Asian (2%) and Other (1%) (figure 2).
Figure 2. Ethnicity of SRGI girls.
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The majority the non SRGI girls were Caucasian (31%), followed by Hispanic (24%)
and then African American (22%) (figure 3). The remaining categories were Mixed
(14%), American Indian (4%), Other (3%) and Asian (2%).
Figure 3. Ethnicity of non SRGI girls.
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The differences in ethnicity were not statistically significant; however, both groups are
overrepresented by African Americans. The racial makeup of Las Vegas is predominantly
Caucasian (60%), followed by African Americans (11%) and Asians (8%). Hispanics
were not mutually exclusive and represented 30% of the population (Census Bureau,
2010). The vast majority of both SRGI and non SRGI girls were from Las Vegas (71.2%
and 73.1% respectively).
Gang Involvement
As previously stated, among the 160 girls, 42% of the girls affirmed that they had
been in a gang or clique. More than two thirds of the girls (68%) responded that they had
friends in gangs. About 30% of the girls reported that they had a partner in a gang, while
a larger group (46%) reported that their partner was not in a gang. The remaining girls
reported that they did not have a partner.
Family Disruption
Gang youth tend to live in single parent household where head of household is
usually the mother. These households tend to be in financial stress and rely of social
services to get by. The parents were often poorly educated as well. SRGI girls’ averaged
four and a half places lived in the last five years while non SRGI girls’ averaged three
and a third places lived. For current living situation, the most common response for both
groups was living solely with the mother. This was reported by 41% of the non SRGI
girls and 30% of the SRGI girls. About 10% of the SRGI girls reported living with a
boyfriend/girlfriend compared to only two percent of the non SRGI girls.
As shown in figure 4, nearly half of the SRGI girls had been taken away from
their parents as compared to only a quarter of the non SRGI girls. A clear majority of the
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SRGI girls (57%) were placed in either a foster or a group home. On average, SRGI girls
were 12.5 years when they were first placed in foster homes. SRGI girls were placed on
average of about four different foster homes. The majority of both SRGI and non SRGI
girls reported a family member or parent in jail with SRGI girls reporting in higher
frequency (64% and 84% respectively.)
Figure 4. History of family disruption.
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About 52% of the non SRGI girls reported that their parents received welfare as
compared to 46% of the SRGI girls. Exactly 58% of the girls in both groups reported that
their parents received food stamps. The majority of the SRGI girls did report that money
was a problem in the family (60%) as opposed to non SRGI girls (45%). When it came to
moving, 61% of the SRGI girls reported that their family moved a lot compared to 46%
of the non SRGI girls.
The majority of both SRGI girls (90%) and non SRGI girls (65%) reported a
history of running way. SRGI girls reported, on average, running away from home nine
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times while non SRGI girls reported an average of six times. SRGI girls were 12.6 years
of age their first time they ran away and non SRGI girls were about 13 years of age.
School
As shown in figure 5, the vast majority of both the SRGI girls (91%) and non
SRGI girls (80%) had been suspended from school. The average number of suspensions
was 11 for the SRGI girls and five for the non SRGI girls. Continuing with this trend,
63% of the SRGI girls had been expelled from school with only 33% of the non SRGI
girls being expelled. About 39% of the SRGI girls had been held back while just under
half of the non SRGI girls (49%) reported being held back. The clear majority of both
SRGI girls and non SRGI girls (61%) were not attending school when detained. The clear
majority of both groups liked school and planned to get more than a high school
education.
Figure 5. Commitment to school.
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Parents’ Work History
Both groups reported similar results when asked about their parents work history.
About 51% of the SRGI girls and 49% of the non SRGI girls responded that their mother
was working. When asked if their father worked, 44% of the non SRGI girls and 42% of
the gang girls reported that their father did work.
Mental Health
The majority of both SRGI girls (75%) and non SRGI girls (63%) were covered
by some form of health insurance (figure 6). About 70% of the girls in both groups were
happy with their body. A little over 30% of the SRGI girls reported being hospitalized for
their mental health compared with 25% of the non SRGI girls. Large majority of the
SRGI girls (64%) reported receiving mental health counseling while less than half of the
non SRGI girls received this sort of counseling. Nearly 60% of the SRGI girls had been
diagnosed with a mental illness compared with 35% of the non SRGI girls.
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Figure 6. Health.
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SRGI girls reported higher frequencies of harmful behavior than non SRGI girls (see
figure 7).
Figure 7. Harmful behaviors.
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Just over half of all the SRGI girls reported ever cutting themselves, thoughts of
harming themselves, and thoughts of suicide. A third of them reported actually
attempting suicide. About 37% of the non SRGI girls reported ever cutting themselves. A
third of the non SRGI girls reported thoughts of harming themselves and thoughts of
suicide. A fifth of these girls reported attempting suicide.
Abuse
As shown in figure 8, a slight majority (55%) of the SRGI girls reported
witnessing domestic violence. A clear majority of the SRGI girls had been physically
(61%) and emotionally abused (76%). Approximately 42% of the non SRGI girls had
experienced physical abuse and 53% had experienced emotional abuse. Slightly over half
of the SRGI girls were sexually abused compared to a third of the non SRGI girls. A
quarter of the SRGI girls attributed the abuse to a gang. Only five percent of the non
SRGI girls reported abuse by a gang.
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Figure 8. Prevalence of abuse.
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Sex and Relationships
The majority of both SRGI girls (67%) and non SRGI girls (60%) reported being
in a relationship (figure 9). There were low rates of abuse in these relationships as only
18% of the SRGI girls and seven percent of the non SRGI girls reported abuse and both
groups rated their relationship as ‘good’. Fifty six percent of both groups reported that
their partner had been either in jail, prison, or detention.
Both SRGI girls and non SRGI girls almost identically reported engaging in oral
sex (66% vs. 65%) and vaginal sex (90% vs. 91%). However, 26% of the SRGI girls
reported engaging in anal sex compared to 9% of the non SRGI girls. The average age for
the first instance of oral and vaginal sex was 13 years of age for the SRGI girls and 14
years of age for the non SRGI girls. One SRGI girl reported being only ten years old
when she first had anal sex. Only about half of both SRGI girls (55%) and non SRGI girls
(58%) reported using a condom the last time they had sex.
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Figure 9. Sex and relationships.
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Non SRGI
SRGI

The vast majority of SRGI girls (87%) and non SRGI girls (84%) are not on any sort of
birth control pill. A slight majority of the SRGI girls (56%) reported ever being pregnant
compared to 46% of the non SRGI girls. About 39% of the SRGI girls reported being a
victim of prostitution compared to 28% of the non SRGI girls.
Drugs
As shown in figure 10, percentiles were high in both groups when it came to
alcohol and marijuana use. Over 90% of SRGI girls had used alcohol and/or marijuana
with about 85% of non SRGI girls using alcohol and/or marijuana. Just falling short of
half, 48% of SRGI girls had used cocaine with almost 20% having reported using crack.
Just over half of the SRGI girls had used crystal meth before and a large majority (61%)
had tried other drugs which included PCP, ecstasy etc.
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Figure 10. Substance abuse.
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The non SRGI girls reported less use of powder cocaine and crack, with percentages of
38% and 12% respectively. Forty percent of these girls reported using meth and only less
than 10% reported heroin use.
The age of first drug use was lower or earlier for SRGI girls. The SRGI girls on
average started using alcohol before the age of 12 (figure 11). For arrests, 28% of the
SRGI girls and 22% of the non SRGI girls reported being arrested because of alcohol.
Thirty percent of the SRGI girls and 18% of the non SRGI girls reported using alcohol in
the last 30 days. A vast majority of the SRGI girls (81%) reported ever selling drugs
compared to only 38% of the non SRGI girls. Concerning parental use of drugs and
alcohol, 32% of SRGI girls and 27% of non SRGI girls reported parental abuse of alcohol
and 38% of the SRGI girls and 20% of the non SRGI girls reported parental abuse of
drugs.
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Figure 11. Age of first drug use.
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Heroin

Results of Inferential Statistics
T Tests
As outlined in the description of the population queried, it is clear that among
delinquent youth, girls involved in gangs seem to be exhibiting higher levels of risky
behavior. To see if these types of behaviors varied significantly between gang and non
gang involved girls, inferential statistics were run.
Table 2
Average age of first high risk behavior (n=160)

Variable
Run Away

Mean Age
Non
SRGI
SRGI
13.05
12.63

Arrest

13.86

Used Alcohol

T-Score
1.371

Sig
0.173

12.89

3.164

.002**

13.08

11.94

2.795

.006**

13

12.13

2.533

.013*

Used Cocaine

14.6

13.91

1.78

0.08

Used Meth

14.03

12.97

2.252

0.028*

Used Heroin

15.14

14.6

0.789

0.443

First Foster Home

11.11

12.5

-1.317

0.194

Oral Sex

14.03

13.05

2.032

.047*

Vaginal Sex
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

13.85

12.96

2.553

.013*

Smoked Marijuana
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Table 2 presents the results for the average age of beginning delinquent and high
risk health behavior. Young girls that were gang involved appeared to be engaging in
problematic behavior at an earlier age. SRGI girls were significantly younger when it
came to the first time they had been arrested, used alcohol, smoked marijuana, used meth,
had oral sex and had vaginal sex. The age in which they first used cocaine approached
significance (at the .05 level).
As shown in table 3, the only significantly different factor were the number of
suspensions. The number of times the SRGI girls ran away approached significance (at
the .05 level). Caution should be taken when interpreting the number of suspensions as
the question relied on the girls’ interpretation of the number of suspensions. This may
have artificially inflated the number of suspensions.
Table 3
Frequency of family and school disruption
(n=160)
Mean

Variable
Run Away

Non
SRGI
6.25

SRGI
9.4

TScore
-1.943

Sig
0.055

Places live last 5 years

3.33

4.58

-1.238

0.22

Group Homes/Foster Homes

3.48

3.92

-0.304

0.762

Suspensions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

5.32

11.12

-3.894

<.001***
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Chi-Square
As shown in table 4, SRGI girls were significantly more likely to have used
alcohol, smoked marijuana, to have tried other illicit drugs and to have sold drugs. There
was virtually no difference between the two groups when it came to ever smoking
cigarettes. SRGI girls were more than three times more likely to use alcohol and three
and a half times more likely to smoke marijuana than their non gang counterparts. The
lifetime use of crystal meth and use of heroin approached significance (at the .05 level).
SRGI girls are almost seven times more likely to have sold drugs than their non gang
delinquent girl counterparts. This finding is in line with the expectation that one of the
many gang responsibilities is to sell drugs.
As shown in table 5, SRGI girls were significantly more like to have engaged in
anal sex and to ever have had a sexually transmitted disease. The two groups were almost
identical in the rates of oral sex (65% vs. 66%) and vaginal sex (91% vs. 90%). Although
frequencies in the affirmative were relatively low (9% vs. 26%), SRGI girls were almost
three and a half times more likely to have had anal sex than non SRGI girls. SRGI girls
were also a little more than three times more likely to have contracted a sexually
transmitted disease than the non SRGI girls. This could be in line with the notion that
SRGI girls engage in more sexually risky behaviors including the practice of being sexed
in to become part of the gang.
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Table 4
Substance abuse comparisons (n=160)

Question

Life Time Drug Use
Non SRGI
SRGI
(%) n=93
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

Alcohol Use
No
16 (17.2%)
4 (6)
3.273 (1.041-10.286)
.034*
Yes
77 (82.8)
63 (94)
Cigarette Use
No
20 (22)
14 (21.9)
1.006 (.464-2.179)
.988
Yes
71 (78)
50 (78.1)
Marijuana Use
No
13 (14.1)
3 (4.5)
3.51 (.959-12.855)
.046*
Yes
79 (85.9)
64 (95.5)
Cocaine Use
No
56 (61.5)
35(52.2)
1.463 (.772-2.771)
.242
Yes
35 (38.5)
32 (47.8)
Crack Use
No
79 (87.8)
55 (82.1)
1.567 (.645-3.807)
.319
Yes
11 (12.2)
12 (17.9)
Crystal Meth
No
57 (61.3)
33 (49.3)
1.631 (.864-3.079)
.13
Yes
36 (38.7)
34 (50.7)
Heroin
No
85 (92.4)
56 (83.6)
2.385 (.872-6.522)
.083
Yes
7 (7.6)
11 (16.4)
Other Drugs
No
57 (61.3)
26 (38.8)
2.497 (1.310-4.757)
.005**
Yes
36 (38.7)
41 (61.2)
Sold Drugs
No
54 (62.1)
13 (19.4)
6.797 (3.229-14.310)
<.001***
Yes
33 (37.9)
54 (80.6)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
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Table 5
Sexual behaviors comparisons (n=160)
Question
Oral Sex

Sexual Health
Non SRGI
SRGI
(%) n=93
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

No
28 (35%)
19 (33.9)
1.049 (.511-2.152)
0.897
Yes
52 (65)
37 (66.1)
Vaginal Sex
No
8 (9.2)
6 (9.7)
.945 (.311-2.875)
0.921
Yes
79 (90.8)
56 (90.3)
Anal Sex
No
71 (91)
38 (74.5)
3.470 (1.277-9.430)
.011*
Yes
7 (9)
13 (25.5)
Worn Condom
No
36 (42.4)
28 (45.2)
.892 (.461-1.726)
0.735
Yes
49 (57.6)
34 (54.8)
Ever Had STD
No
60 (73.2)
29 (48.3)
3.160 (1.191-8.394)
.003**
Yes
22 (26.8)
31 (51.7)
Ever Been Pregnant
No
49 (59)
26 (44.1)
1.829 (.931-3.592)
0.078
Yes
34 (41)
33 (55.9)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
As seen in table 6, SRGI girls reported significantly higher rates of physical
abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, being abused by a gang and ever running away.
Differences between rates of abuse were about 20% for each physical abuse, emotional
abuse, and sexual abuse. It was expected that SRGI girls would report being abused by a
gang more than non SRGI girls as time in a gang would increase the likelihood of abuse
happening as opposed to never encountering a gang. SRGI girls reported significantly
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higher rates of running away than non SRGI girls (90% vs. 65%) and are more than four
and a half times more likely to run away than non SRGI girls. This is in line with
predictions that the SRGI girls are running away due to problems at home such as abuse.
Table 6
Prevalence of Abuse comparisons (n=160)
Question

Non SRGI
(%) n=93

SRGI
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

Witness DV
No
48 (53.9%)
29 (44.6)
1.453(.764-2.763)
0.253
Yes
41 (46.1)
36 (55.4)
Physically Abused
No
53 (57.6)
26 (39.4)
2.091(1.098-3.981)
.024*
Yes
39 (42.4)
40 (60.6)
Emotionally Abused
No
43 (46.7)
16 (23.9)
2.797(1.396-5.605)
.003**
Yes
49(53.3)
51 (76.1)
Sexually Abused
No
61 (66.3)
31 (48.4)
2.095(1.090-4.027)
0.026*
Yes
31 (33.7)
33 (51.6)
Abused by Gang
No
55 (94.8)
39 (76.5)
5.641(1.492-21.329)
.006**
Yes
3 (5.2)
12 (23.5)
Victim of Prostitution
No
67 (72)
41 (61.2)
1.634 (.838-3.188)
0.148
Yes
26 (28)
26 (38.8)
Ever Run Away
No
33 (35.5)
7 (10.4)
4.714 (1.935-11.487)
<.001***
Yes
60 (64.5)
60 (89.6)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
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SRGI girls were significantly more likely to report a mental illness, having
thoughts of harming themselves and thoughts about suicide (table 7).
Table 7
Mental Health comparisons (n=160)
Question

Non SRGI
(%) n=93

SRGI
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

Hospitalized - MH
No
70(75.3%) 45 (68.2)
1.420 (.705-2.861)
0.325
Yes
23 (24.7)
21 (31.8)
Mental Illness
No
60 (65.2)
28 (42.4) 2.545 (1.329-4.874)
.004**
Yes
32 (34.8)
38 (57.6)
Felt Sad or Depressed
No
14 (15.2)
16 (23.9)
.572 (.257-1.273)
0.168
Yes
78 (84.8)
51 (76.1)
Ever Cut Self
No
59 (63.4)
33 (49.3)
1.788 (.944-3.385)
0.073
Yes
34 (36.6)
34 (50.7)
Thought about Harming Self
No
61 (67)
32 (49.2) 2.097 (1.090-4.032)
.025*
Yes
30 (33)
33 (50.8)
Thought about Suicide
No
62 (66.7)
33 (49.3) 2.061 (1.082-3.925)
.027*
Yes
31 (33.3)
34 (50.7)
Attempted Suicide
No
72 (80)
45 (67.2)
1.956 (.946-4.041)
0.068
Yes
18 (20)
22 (32.8)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
While ever cutting themselves and attempted suicide were not significant, it is
interesting to point out that they approached statistical significance (at the .05 level).
SRGI girls actually reported less feelings of depression than non SRGI girls; however,
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this finding was not statistically significant. SRGI girls were two times more likely to
have thoughts of harming themselves and thoughts of suicide. They were also two and
half times more likely to be diagnosed with a mental illness those non SRGI girls.
SRGI girls were significantly more likely to have friends in gangs and to have a
partner in a gang (table 8). There was no significant difference between the two groups
when it came to having a partner who had been in jail. SRGI girls were five times more
likely to have a partner in a gang and more than three and a half times more likely to have
friends in a gang than the non SRGI girls. This result is expected, as the more time one
would spend in a gang, the higher the chance one would make friends in a gang and
eventually have a partner in a gang.
Table 8
Gang Relationships comparisons (n=160)
Question

Non SRGI
(%) n=93

SRGI
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

Friends in Gang
No
39 (42.4%)
11 (16.4)
3.746 (1.739-8.069)
<.001***
Yes
53 (57.6)
56 (83.6)
Partner in Gang
No
53 (76.8)
21 (39.6)
5.048 (2.303-11.062)
<.001***
Yes
16 (23.2)
32 (60.4)
Partner in Jail
No
21 (43.8)
18 (45)
.951 (.409-2.212)
0.906
Yes
27 (56.3)
22 (55)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
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Table 9 shows that SRGI girls were significantly more likely to have been taken
away from their parents and to report that money was a problem growing up in their
households.
Table 9
Familial Environment Factors comparisons (n=160)
Question

Non SRGI
(%) n=93

SRGI
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

Family Member in Jail
No
23 (24.7%)
11 (16.4)
1.673(.752-3.722)
Yes
70 (75.3)
56 (83.6)
Parent in Jail
No
45 (48.4)
24 (35.8)
1.680(.882-3.198)
Yes
48 (51.6)
43 (64.2)
Received Welfare
No
35 (42.2)
28 (47.5)
.807 (.412-1.580)
Yes
48 (57.8)
31 (52.5)
Received Food Stamps
No
35 (39.3)
21 (35)
1.204 (.610-2.376)
Yes
54 (60.7)
39 (65)
Taken Away
No
70 (75.3)
35 (52.2)
2.783 (1.421-5.449)
Yes
23 (24.7)
32 (47.8)
Money a Problem
No
51 (54.8)
26 (38.8)
1.915 (1.011-3.628)
Yes
42 (45.2)
41 (61.2)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

P value

0.205

0.113

0.532

0.593

.002**

.045*

SRGI girls were almost three times more like to be taken away from their parents by the
state than the non SRGI girls. However, less than half of the SRGI girls ever reported
being taken away. The majority of both groups reported having a family member in jail
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as well as reported that a parent was in jail. Both groups reported similar rates of their
parents receiving welfare (58% vs. 53%) and food stamps (61% vs. 65%).
SRGI girls were significantly more likely to have been suspended from school,
ever being expelled from school and wanting to go on for more education (table 10).
Table 10
Commitment Bonds comparisons (n=160)
Question

Non SRGI
(%) n=93

SRGI
(%) n=67

Odd Ratio (95% CI)

P value

Ever Held Back
No
29 (50.9)
19 (61.3)
.654 (.269-1.593)
0.349
Yes
28 (49.1)
12 (38.7)
School Before Detained
No
56 (60.9)
41 (63.1)
.911 (.473-1.753)
0.779
Yes
36 (39.1)
24 (36.9)
Like School
No
21 (22.8)
15 (22.4)
1.025 (.483-2.177)
0.948
Yes
71 (77.2)
52 (77.6)
Ever Suspended
No
19 (20.4)
6 (9.0)
2.610 (.981-6.944)
.049*
Yes
74 (79.6)
61 (91.0)
Ever Expelled
No
61 (67)
25 (37.3)
3.416 (1.765-6.612) <.001***
Yes
30 (33)
42 (62.7)
More Education
No
9 (10.6)
1 (1.6)
7.224 (.891-58.595)
0.033*
Yes
76 (89.4)
61 (98.4)
Note: Some cells do not add up to 160 as participants can decline to answer certain
sensitive questions
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
SRGI girls were more than two and a half times more likely to be suspended from
school than non SRGI girls. In addition, they were almost three and a half times more
likely to be expelled than the non SRGI girls. Although not significant, non SRGI girls
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reported being held back more than gang girls (49% vs. 39%). Also, the vast majority of
both SRGI girls and non SRGI girls responded that they would like to get more than a
high school education, so the significance of this finding may be questionable.
To further explore the relationship between these individual characteristics and
gang involvement, logistic regressions were run for many of the variables. The logistic
regression for substance use (as shown in table 11), revealed that only alcohol use, other
drugs and sold drugs remained significance. Marijuana use was significant when chi
square testing was utilized but lost its significance in the logistic regression.
Table 11
Logistic Regression for Prevalence of Substance Use
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Alcohol Use

1.186

0.042*

3.273

Cigarette Use

0.006

0.988

1.006

Marijuana use

1.256

0.058

3.511

Cocaine Use

0.38

0.243

1.463

Crack Use

0.449

0.321

1.567

Crystal Meth

0.489

0.131

1.631

Heroin

0.869

0.09

2.385

Other Drugs

0.915

0.005**

2.497

Sold Drugs
1.917
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

<.001***

6.797
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As shown in table 12, anal sex and ever having a sexually transmitted disease are
still significant when logistic regression is run. Ever been pregnant approaches
significance (at the .05 level) but still is not statistically significant.
Table 12
Logistic Regression for Risky Sexual Behaviors
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Oral Sex

0.047

0.897

1.049

Vaginal Sex

-0.056

0.921

0.945

Anal Sex

1.244

.015*

3.47

Condom Last Time Sex

-0.114

0.735

0.892

Ever Had STD

1.151

.021*

3.160

Ever Been Pregnant

0.604

0.079

1.829

* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
As shown in table 13, many of the same variables that were significant in the chisquare test remained significant in the logistic regression. SRGI girls were still
significantly more likely to report being physically abused, emotionally abused, sexually
abused, abused by a gang and had ever run away.
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Table 13
Logistic Regression for General Health
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Witness DV

0.374

0.254

1.453

Physically Abused

0.738

.025*

2.091

Emotionally Abused

1.029

.004**

2.797

Sexually Abused

0.739

.027*

2.095

Abused by Gang

1.73

.011*

5.641

Victim of Prostitution

0.491

0.15

1.634

Ever Run Away
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

1.551

.001***

4.714
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Table 14
Logistic Regression for Mental Health Issues
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Hospitalized for Mental Health

0.351

0.326

1.42

Mental Illness

0.934

.005**

2.545

Felt Sad or Depressed

-0.558

0.171

0.572

Ever Cut Self

0.581

0.074

1.788

Ever Thought about Harming Self

0.74

.026*

2.097

Ever Thought about Suicide

0.723

.028*

2.061

Ever Attempted Suicide
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

0.671

0.07

1.956

As shown in Table 14, ever cutting themselves and ever attempting suicide
remained not statistically significant. Only mental illness and thoughts of harming
themselves and thoughts of suicide were significant predictors of gang involvement.
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Table 15
Logistic Regression for Environmental Factors
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Family Member in Jail

0.514

0.207

1.673

Parent In Jail

0.519

0.115

1.68

Parents Received Welfare

-0.214

0.532

0.807

Parents Received Food Stamps

0.185

0.593

1.204

Taken Away from Parents

1.023

0.003**

2.783

Money a Problem
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

0.65

.046*

1.915

As shown in table 15, only being taken away from their parents and money being
a problem were significant factors in predicting gang membership. None of the other
factors was statistically significant.
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Table 16
Logistic Regression for Commitment Bonds
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Ever Held Back

-0.424

0.35

0.654

School Before Detained

-0.094

0.779

0.911

Like School

0.025

0.948

1.025

Ever Suspended

0.959

0.055

2.61

Ever Expelled

1.228

<.001***

3.416

More Education

1.977

0.064

7.224

* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level
As shown in table 16, only a history of being expelled from school was a
significant predictor of gang involvement. Wanting more education did not remain
significant after the logistic regression.
For the final regression model, only certain factors that were significant were
used. There were many factors that proved to be significant; however, adding in too many
factors in a regression model renders it useless. Also, there are temporal issues in some
factors. The factors chosen for the regression model were physically abused, emotionally
abused, sexually abused, ever been expelled, ever run away, and money a problem. As
shown in table 17, only ever being expelled and ever running away was significant
predictors of gang membership in the model. Girls who have been expelled from school
are over three times more likely to join a gang that girls who are not expelled. Girls who
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had ever run away from home are three times more likely to join a gang than those who
did not run away.
Table 17
Final Regression Model with Factors Previously Found Significant
Variable

B

Sig.

Exp (B)

Physically Abused

-0.035

0.943

0.965

Emotionally Abused

0.647

0.165

1.91

Sexually Abused

0.285

0.526

1.33

Ever Expelled

1.214

.001***

3.367

Ever Run Away

1.102

0.028*

3.009

Money a Problem
* = Significance at .05 level
** =Significance at .01 level
*** = Significance at .001 level

0.273

0.479

1.313
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS.
Discussion
This unique project that directly compared the risk factors and behaviors of gang
involved young women to non gang involved delinquent peers revealed a number of
interesting findings. As previous research has found (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004;
Miller, 2008; Pasko 2010; Pasko & Chesney-Lind, 2010) girls who joined gangs were
significantly more likely to have suffered abuse than girls who did not join gangs. The
results in this study add onto that body of research as the SRGI girls are significantly
more abused even when compared to other high risk delinquent girls. It may be
imperative to target girls who have experienced abuse in the home and administer
counseling and warn them of the dangers of joining a gang. Another significant finding
was the high use of drugs by the SRGI girls. This could also lend support that these girls
are coming from homes ravaged with abuse and substance use. However, caution must be
taken when interpreting this result due to issues in temporal order. It could be that these
girls were using drugs and then joined a gang or it could be that when the girl joined a
gang, she began experimenting with drugs. This is the same for the factor of selling
drugs. While the factor of selling drugs was significant and supported research that SRGI
girls sell drugs (Cyr and Decker, 2003), it is more likely that the girls sold drugs once
they joined a gang. Therefore, it would be inappropriate to conclude that selling drugs is
a predictive factor in gang membership.
This study also adds to the research conducted by Hunt and Joe-Laidler (2001)
where they found that over half of the girls in various gangs had run away from home
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once before. The findings in this study showed that running away was a significant
predictive factor in joining a gang. This strengthens the argument that the decision to join
a gang is made, partly if not more, due to protection issues. Girls on the street need
protection, shelter, food etc. and a gang could be a solution to these issues.
Previous research has found that school failure is a key variable that separates
gang members from other youth (Curry & Decker, 1998; Shelden et al., forthcoming;
Vigil, 2010). Although not all the school factors in this study were significant, the two
most important factors of suspensions and expulsions were. Future research should
continue to probe the importance of suspensions and expulsions on a girl’s decision to
join a gang.
The finding that SRGI girls were significantly more likely to have a partner in a
gang is supported by past research (Campbell, 1984). However, caution must be taken
when interpreting this finding. There is a temporal issue with the finding. The study did
not question when the girls joined a gang or when they had started dating their partner. It
is quite possible that having a partner in a gang made it more likely that the girl joined a
gang. It is also quite likely that simply joining a gang makes it more likely that a girl
would have a partner that was part of a gang.
Although oral sex and vaginal sex were not found to differ significantly between
SRGI and non SRGI girls in this study, the number of girls who had engaged in anal sex
was significant. Gang involved girls were more likely to engage in this high risk sexual
behavior. This could be related to a slight higher percentage of gang involved girls being
involved in prostitution because juveniles engaging in prostitution engage in a higher rate
of anal sexual activity (Kennedy, Phebus, Ashby, & Zipoy, 2011) . The SRGI girls were
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also generally younger when first committing these sexual acts. Miller (2001) addresses
the issue of girls being admitted into a gang by a process of “sexing-in”. Gang
membership could account for this significance of the previous findings. It may be that
these girls who had to join gangs had to have sex with a gang member. A possibility also
exists that these girls were subjected to anal sex as either an initiation or part of gang life.
Contrary to the previous research (Dorais & Corriveau, 2009) this research did not
demonstrate a statistically significantly higher percentage of SRGI girls as victims of
prostitution. While nearly 39% of gang involved girls disclosed involvement in
prostitution, it was not statistically different from the 28% of non gang involved girls
reporting that type of abuse. Overall, it would be difficult to argue that there is not sexual
abuse being committed in the gang. Miller (2008) reported that 50% of the girls she
interviewed reported some form of sexual coercion or sex they did not want to have. The
possibility could exist that the SRGI girls do not see the sexual behaviors they are forced
into as a form of prostitution. To these girls, it could just be part of the process of being
in the gang. Future research could delve deeper into the mystery of “sexing-in” and
possible sexual behaviors inside the gang setting.
Overall the two factors that were significant in predicting self reported gang
involvement were running away from home and expulsion from school. This would show
support for social bond theory. Although abuse was not significant in predicting gang
membership, the SRGI girls were significantly more abused than the non SRGI girls.
This is showing that there is abuse in the home of the girls that join gangs. This may be
revealing that the attachment to the family is weak when they are being abused and
perhaps girls who had stronger attachment to their family would not be running away.
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The weak attachment to their family frees these girls to involve themselves in a gang. The
other significant factor, expulsions, also supports the notion that weak commitment bonds
encourages girls to join gangs. When girls are expelled from school, the commitment
bonds are weakened as there is little need to care about school when you are expelled
from it. Both these significant factors show support for social bond theory.
Limitations
As with any study, there are limitations that need to be discussed. A major
limitation is that this design relied on secondary data analysis. The current study was at
the mercy of the data provided. Any flaws that were inherent in the data set affect the
current data. The variables used were also at the mercy of the data set. The variables had
to be created to fit the data set instead of, ideally, the other way around. One potential
variable, age graded interests, could not be used as the data set did not have suitable
questions that measured this variable.
Another general limitation is the difficulty in concluding temporal order between
independent variable and dependent variable. While logistic regression found certain
variables significant in predicting gang membership, caution must be taken when
interpreting this result. For example, it may be that girls who use drugs at a younger age
are more likely to join a gang; however, it could be that girls who join gangs do so at a
young age and with the ready availability of drugs in the gang, take to using these
substances. A possible solution would be to record the age that the girls’ first join gangs
to better help determine temporal order.
A limitation in this study was that only SRGI girls were compared to non SRGI
girls. Past research that has conducted research on the topic of gangs have measured gang
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membership in many different ways. There is no one clear definition of gang
membership. In the end, there is no tell tale way to define gang membership. There is not
a roster for each gang that details names and information about the members. It is an
informal process. Therefore, some members may be part of the gang merely by
association with the gang. These associated members may face the same consequences
and those who self reported gang involvement. Future research could examine these girls
who have friends in the gang and compare them to the girls who self reported gang
involvement.
Although many factors were addressed in this study, one factor that was not
addressed was gang activity in the neighborhood of the girls. As Miller (2001) research
found that girls who joined gangs lived in neighborhoods marked with high gang activity.
It is possible that the girls who joined gangs in this study could be influenced by the gang
activity in their neighborhood and this is not accounted for in our study.
Future research in the study of girls and gang membership should pay close
attention to familial ties to gangs. Although friends in a gang and partner in a gang
questions were asked in this study, there was no mention of a family member in a gang.
Previous research (Decker & Curry, 2000; Maxson and Whitlock, 2002; Miller 2001) has
found that many girls have joined gangs because a family member was involved in a
gang. Many girls feel comfortable joining a gang this way as they would already have an
in with the gang. Research going forward should focus on familial involvement in gangs
and its effect on girls.
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Conclusion
With the findings of the current research, many implications are made for current
policy. The two factors that predicted gang involvement among a population of
delinquent girls was running away and expulsion from school. The upmost importance in
prevention of gang membership should focus on these two factors.
Las Vegas has a negative reputation and critical shortage of services for children
(Hayes, 2011) Child Protective Services and the Department of Family Services are not
efficient in removing children from abusive households and are frequently criticized for
their treatment of family issues. The structure of our social services are struggling to
service the population that grew rapidly in Las Vegas. Nevada now has the highest State
rate for child fatalities according to the latest national Child Maltreatment Report (U.S.
DHHS, 2011). Additional funding is needed to improve these services. There needs to be
proper training for the staff that works for both Child Protective Services and Department
of Family Services to detect the signs of abuse. Without the proper funding, these
services are largely ineffective. It is plainly obvious that without proper funding and
without the necessary services that these children will continue to be abused and will turn
to gangs.
The other important factor to girls joining gangs was expulsion from school. It is
necessary to find alternatives to expelling these girls from school. When children act out
in school, it is usually because there are issues that are affecting the child, whether at
home or at school. There needs to be investigations into these children before the
decision to expel them are made. These are not throwaway children. Before we are quick
to banish these children, we must investigate as to why a child is acting the way they are.
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It would be more beneficial to provide these troubled youth with counseling services.
This starts with the school and providing adequate training to school counselors to deal
with the issues of children. It is also imperative that these counselors recognize the signs
of abuse. While it was not found to be predictive of gang involvement, SRGI girls were
significantly more likely to be abused. This would be a line of defense against girls
joining gangs. With proper training, these counselors can recognize signs of abuse and
either treat the girls or alert the proper services. This only works if the proper services are
effective. This is why both schools and the social services must communicate on this
matter. There needs to be discussion between schools and social services to better
administer treatment.
In conclusion, this study examined factors that explained gang membership
among girls. It expanded on prior research by looking within a population of delinquent
girls. This helped control for delinquency.. Running away from home and expulsion from
school were significant factors in predicting gang membership. This should help focus
researchers towards examining the issues of at risk girls in their homes and schools. The
findings point to the fact that expulsions are harmful. These results also have implications
for gang intervention programs. Gang intervention should also focus on dealing with
issues at home and in school. Without looking at the other contributing factors that lead
to gang membership, these programs are doomed to fail.
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